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Clara Román-Odio [00:00:00] I am Clara Román-Odio from the project Spiritism by Puerto
Rican Women: From Remarkable Pioneers to Contemporary Heirs, and I am interviewing Dr.
Gerardo Alberto Hernández Aponte, historian and specialist in the history of Spiritism in Puerto
Rico from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. Today is July 23rd, 2019
and we are in the University of Puerto Rico Law Library. I thank you very much for your
participation in this project. Could you please tell me your full name and your date of birth?
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:00:43] My name is Gerardo Alberto Hernández Aponte. I
was born on September 21st, 1979 in Río Piedras, Puerto Rico.
Clara Román-Odio [00:00:51] Thank you. I would like to start by asking you to talk about the
origins of Spiritism in Puerto Rico: How did it arrive on the Island and what factors influenced
its dissemination?
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:01:07] Spiritism was born in France in 1857 through a
syncretism between religion, science and Comte’s positivism, animal magnetism and
Spiritualism. Spiritualism is a wave that emerges in the United States and arrives in Puerto Rico
mostly, according to some authors, through the commerce of books or through students who
studied in Europe and returned. What I have found, for example in secondary sources, is that the
press starts to talk first about the topic and then, the commerce of books, makes the books
available, if we may say so again, and the doctrine expands throughout the Island.
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:01:48] How does it disseminate? Through conversation,
through newspapers’ publications and loose sheets of paper, through propaganda groups--people
who are dedicated to, freely and voluntarily, distribute costless propaganda or organize
conferences in favor of the doctrine, by staging plays. Also through the circulation of literature
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because the topic is included in novels and short stories so it sparks curiosity, through the rallies
that I already mentioned. So, there is a lot of variety. In other words, all kinds of people, even
children, whether they want it or not, would come across this topic. They would have to read or
to listen about the topic because of the press. When the decade of 1860 comes, it’s a topic in
vogue in newspapers, in conversations. That is to say, whether they want it or not, somehow you
will have to listen about it, you have read it; you read it in the press, in books that arrive in the
country and in that way it spreads throughout all geographical locations on the Island. At first, it
began in the Western area, and then the Southern area, and then all of the Island had some type of
contact with it.
Clara Román-Odio [00:03:08] During this period, the beginning and dissemination of
Spiritism, Puerto Rico suffered a colonial transition from the Spanish empire to the U.S. empire.
I wonder, how did Spain treat the influence of Spiritism on the Island? How did the United States
address it? And, how did the spiritist movement impact the colonial transition of the Island?
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:03:39] Spiritism arrived clandestinely to the Island because
the Catholic Church and the State were united since the start of the Island’s colonization by the
Royal Patronage. Therefore the manifestations of cults or ideas contrary to Catholicism were
prohibited. Although spiritists do not consider themselves a religion, the Catholic Church and the
Spanish State see it as an enemy of Catholicism. In 1868 there was a coup d’etat and as a result
of this there was some religious freedom that lasted until 1874 and it is during that small opening
that things in favor of Spiritism are going to be published in the daily press. When the opening
closes, books will continue to enter clandestinely and the doctrine will continue to expand; and in
1888 when the Freedom of Association Law was promulgated, the spiritist centers were able to
be legalized and exist under the protection of the law. But, there is a regulation that prohibits any
demonstration against the Church that will cause problems, even long before the spiritist centers
were legalized in 1879.
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:04:49] The Spanish Government did an extensive
investigation about Spiritism on the Island. Unfortunately, I could not locate the file with the
results of the investigation. You can tell that it existed because the press mentions it and because
in an inventory of Spanish sources or of the documents that were in Puerto Rico at the time it’s
mentioned. But, when the United States invaded us, that documentation was sent to the Library
of Congress of the United States. When they returned it to the Island, part of it was lost due to a
fire and among them was that file of which I have not been able to obtain a copy. But, the
Spanish Government takes measures such as, for example, the use of the Civil Guard to
persecute the Spiritists, to fine them, and the ban on the entry of books into the country. And it is
not until the arrival of the Americans, when they invade us, that they proclaim the freedom of
worship, that Spiritism, then, booms. Because of the attempts to found a spiritist federation at the
end of the nineteenth century in Puerto Rico, it will boom again after the invasion and it will
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materialize in 1903 with the foundation of the Federation of Spiritists of Puerto Rico. And
Rosendo Matienzo Cintrón, who is one of the most important Puerto Rican politicians at the
beginning of the twentieth century who was a spiritist, is going to legitimize the movement
because it is not the same if the village cook or the sweeper says that they are spiritists than
Rosendo Matienzo Cintrón saying that he was one, who was an educated person known
throughout the country. He went town by town, to most of the towns of the Island geography,
giving rallies in favor of Spiritism. So under the new American colonial order, Spiritism
certainly acquired a new verve and freedom that it did not enjoy before and continued to spread
throughout the Island’s geography.
Clara Román-Odio [00:06:40] The moment of transition is a traumatic moment of invasion and
transition. So, I wonder how the spiritist movement impacted the people during this period of
transition and trauma?
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:07:01] I saw nothing. I mean, at least the documentation
that I remember consulting, I didn’t see anything that would make me understand the direct
reaction to the regime and how they collaborated if in any way. I do know that, for example, they
tried to seek help from American spiritists; they looked for the bases and regulations to create the
Spiritist Confederation. It was through Francisca Suárez González, a blind medium, who wrote
to Federico Degetau, the resident commissioner in Washington and a spiritist, who asked him to
send over the bases by which the American Spiritist Federation was governed in order to draft
one for Puerto Rico. He seems to have sent them because they are available. I’m not sure that it
was him, but it is most likely because the correspondence that I have is addressed to him. So he
must have been the key figure to get them. And more or less it is shaped using that regulation
and another one to establish the Federation here. That is to say that, at minimum, it served as a
model. However, now I’m not sure if they really used that model or another one that Kardec had
shared before he died. But, the important thing is that the Spiritist Federation is established, and
that he sent that regulation, and that they try to get close to the American spiritists; because it
was the nation to which Puerto Ricans aspired to belong. Certainly, I mean, the sending of the
regulation of the American Spiritists Federation, either by Federico Degetau or by another
person, along with the legislation Kardec had stipulated, along with the legislation that the
Spanish Government had established for the associations, they are going to be the three elements
that will be taken into account to write the regulations of the Federation of Spiritists of Puerto
Rico.
Clara Román-Odio [00:10:22] It is curious that Spain was so radically opposed to Spiritism on
the Island when they had an established group of spiritists in their country.
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:10:37] Yes, because there is not, at least what I have sought
and I have seen in the Spanish Penal Code of the time, there is no prohibition for being a spiritist.
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And as they already had the precedent of abbreviated freedom of worship, which was forbidden.
The spiritists existed in a clandestine way, but when you crossed the limit of the law, you were
prosecuted. For example, if you made a direct offense to the Catholic Church. And yes, indeed
the spiritists were authorized in Spain but Spain did not give their colonies the same freedoms
and rights that they had. For example, freedom of the press and freedom of association that were
granted in short periods; some of them, definitely, at the end of the Spanish domination, but they
[the Spaniards] enjoyed that much earlier. But not here.
Clara Román-Odio [00:10:57] Excellent! I want to move on to the theme of the social body of
Puerto Rico. What impact did Spiritism have on the social body of Puerto Rico? By this I mean
the institutions of social charity, the interaction with the Catholic Church, at least in those two
areas.
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:11:52] Spiritism has the motto “outside of charity there is
no salvation” That is to say that the true spiritist, according to the beliefs of that group of people,
is manifested by charity: doing good to others regardless of who they are. And the spiritists
develop several charities on the Island. Among them are at least three hospitals at the time of
Spanish domination, one in Mayagüez, one in Aguadilla, and one in Utuado. It is also
documented that they teach people to read because to practice Spiritism you need to know how
to read because you have to read the works of Allan Kardec to understand the doctrine, to discuss
during the meetings. And it is also documented that they help the poor with alms. Therefore, in
the field of beneficence, they are a useful and wonderful element for the development of
Spiritism.
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:12:48] As for the Catholic Church, there are clashes with
her because the Church had a complete monopoly on religion at the time and she did not like, in
any way, the entry of a foreign doctrine that opposes her dogma. So she will do everything
possible to eradicate it, to persecute it, to diminish it. Either with pastoral letters or with
preaching. At least what I remember so far about Puerto Rico, because in other countries there
are other acts against Spiritism by the Church but in Puerto Rico the strongest were pastoral
letters and preaching. And debates in the press contradicting Spiritism or proving it was a
falsehood, etc. Of course, from the perspective of Catholic dogmas.
Clara Román-Odio [00:12:12] I’m interested in talking a little about how Spiritism impacted
the intellectual class in Puerto Rico.
Gerardo A. Hernández Aponte [00:13:53] Okay! Many intellectuals, or at least some,
embraced Spiritism because it was a trend. It was a trend in France, Spiritism was born in
France. It was also an association that allowed free thinking or free expression of ideas. And it
was also seen as a mechanism to fight against the Spanish colonial government, given that it was
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attached to the Catholic Church; and as an element of modernity, avant-garde. So, Manuel
Corchado Y Juarbe, who is a Puerto Rican politician, Rosendo Matienzo Cintrón and Federico
Degetau will embrace, and Luisa Capetillo who is a worker’s leader, will embrace Spiritism. And
in fact, now that you say that, it is very curious that in 1879, if I remember correctly, no I was
lying, in 1873. In 1873 Manuel Corchado y Juarbe and others tried to present a bill in Spain to
include Spiritism in university education. But there is a coup d’etat in Spain and the bill is not
allowed to be implemented. What would have happened? Well, that is a hypothetical question.
I’m not going to get into that. But there was an attempt to establish the teaching of Spiritism at
the university level. Spiritist novels and stories are written. For example, Alejandro Tapia y
Rivera, who is the father of the Puerto Rican letters, writes Posthumous the Transmigrated and
his second part, Posthumous Envirgenated, which touches on the subject of Spiritism. Many
authors say that he mocks Spiritism. I am not going to get into that. I am not a literary critic. But
the important thing about this is that it brings Spiritism to the public forefront as early as 1872.
By the way, on the same date Manuel Corchado y Juarbe, a Puerto Rican, published in Spain
Stories from the Afterlife, as well. And although he does not mention Spiritism directly, it
appears when one reads it, which I have stated in my book, that it [the book] represents a form
of transition between Catholicism and Spiritism. It is a hook to attract all these people to
Spiritism.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:01:32] And there is also a group of Puerto Rican women who
write, who publish on the Island or abroad. Because, for example, at the end of the nineteenth
century the spiritist Amalia Domingo y Soler published the magazine The Light of the Future,
which is directed at spiritist women and it has a large number of subscribers in Puerto Rico. And
there are Puerto Rican women who are writing and publishing in that magazine, like Simplicia
Armstrong de Ramú and others. So, in the spiritist movement there are many intellectuals, or at
least some, not to say everyone, some men and women who are actively participating in Puerto
Rico who have ties to Spiritism elsewhere such as Mexico, Argentina, Spain of course. And they
not only receive their magazine and their publications, but their publications and their writings
are also published in those countries and are made known and receive support and endorsement,
where they even participate, whether by attending the Spiritist Congresses that are held at the
international level. So it is a strong and broad movement that has support in other countries. In
the middle of the nineteenth century and of course it will increase in the twentieth century.
Clara Román-Odio [00:02:50] Going back to the topic of women, the participation they had. I
wonder, what role did women, specifically women, play in the emergence and sustainability of
spiritist practices on the Island? During this period, the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:03:16] Well, it was vital because the women could exercise
roles or positions that were forbidden to them in society. Because, for example, in Catholicism
you are a nun, or you remain single, or you get married. But you cannot be a priestess or

6

deaconess. In Spiritism you can be a medium, you can run centers because one of the beliefs
Kardec establishes when formulating his spiritist doctrine is that the Spirit does not have a sex.
When you incarnate in this incarnation you can be male. But within forty, fifty, hundred,
two-hundred years, you can incarnate and can be female. The Spirit does not have a sex. The
material envelope as they call it, yes. Therefore, they do not discriminate against women. A
woman can be a table president, she can be a medium, she can direct the center. In other words,
there is no such discrimination that exists in Freemasonry or in Catholicism or in the society of
the time. Although it is worth emphasizing that when I analyzed the regulations of the time,
some regulations did have discrimination [against women]. It seems that they did not take into
account Kardec’s regulations, as each center is autonomous; You don’t have to abide directly by
what he says, although everyone claims to follow Kardec. So all these women are going to be
mediums. Many are mediums because it is documented, in Puerto Rican and international
Spiritism, that most mediums are women. Although there are also men, which I have
documented. And a curious phenomenon that is going to happen, not only in Puerto Rico but also
in other countries, but at least in Puerto Rico, which is what I study, are the so-called
medium-voice communications or medium-length effluvia. They are, supposedly, dictations from
the grave, where the Spirit speaks to the medium and he/she writes or dictates. And these novels
or compositions are produced, can be as short as a word or a sentence or have hundreds of pages
in length. And in Puerto Rico that phenomenon occurs. Several women and men also supposedly
receive these communications and publish them, which, by the way, Puerto Rican literature has
abandoned. No one has studied them from a literary perspective, no one. They have been ignored
in our national literature and they are works, which I am talking about at the end of the
nineteenth century beginning in the 1880s, and which continue, at least I have seen, until the
beginning of the twentieth century. No one has worked on them from a literary perspective.
Clara Román-Odio [00:18:43] It’s Interesting, this about women and participation, and the
rationality behind that participation. Returning to the subject of politics at that historical moment.
I wonder about the influence that spiritists had on the political dimension of the Island after the
colonial invasion.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:06:15] Well I couldn’t find anything. Yes, there were spiritists
who were republicans and spiritualists who are federalists or, (what was the other party, the one
of Muñoz Rivera?) the Union Party. In other words, for example, I know that, for example, that
the idea of founding the Union Party was supposedly dictated by the Spirits and that it was
received in a spiritist session. But not all spiritists were members of the Union. There are
republican spiritists, they are divided. And I also know that under Spanish rule they were
accused of being separatists from the Spanish Government or autonomists. But there is no solid
document-based evidence to tell you that they participated in independence revolts. Those were
accusations that they [the State and the Catholic Church] used to discredit the movement. And
after the invasion, although there are centers that do lend their premises to do political rallies or
activities, there is not a dominant trend that says “we are going to do this.” In other words, even
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though the Union Party is supposedly dictated from beyond the grave, I have never seen any
manifesto in favor of this directly, at the level that there
Clara Román-Odio [00:07:31] In more general terms, what is the core message that Spiritism
offers to end-of-the-century Puerto Rican society?
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:07:44] Well, I would say that it is the generic message that
they always carry, that outside of charity there is no salvation. That does not mean that spiritists
are perfect because they have their debates, they have their tirades with others. But they always
try, at least in their writings, to say that you have to do charity, that you have to help your
neighbor, that you have to be ready to help with anything they need. I think that would be the
main message they carry. And of course a message also of secularization and modernity in terms
as they understand it to take the dominion of the Catholic Church from areas that they consider
it should not be involved like marriage, burials. I think that is the main message they carry.
Clara Román-Odio [00:21:28] You have published the only facsimile edition of The Little Blind
Woman from the Quarry: The Complete Works of Josefa Martínez Torres, considered the first
Puerto Rican novelist. Could you briefly tell us who the blind woman from the quarry was and
what the importance of this work is for spiritists in general and for Puerto Rican women in
particular?
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:08:58] Josefa Martínez Torres was born in the Cantera, in
Ponce, around 1863, around there. I don’t have the exact date of her birth. She became blind in
one eye after two years. She subsequently loses the other at age eight. She begins to attend a
spiritist center, whose name I have not been able to locate, and a scribe named Manuel de Jesús
Molero y Pastor realizes that this girl has mediumistic powers, that is, to be a medium. He helps
to channel those faculties, and the first time she begins to dictate while sleeping, because when
she was in the center she danced while sleeping, she spoke while asleep and then she doesn’t go
back to sleep and she begins to dictate and begins to dictate a lot of compositions. She dictates
this short novel that until now in Puerto Rican literature, until recently, until my book came out,
it was said that it was the first novel published by a woman in Puerto Rico. When I am
investigating Spiritism, I realize that it is not only the first novel dictated by a woman, but that
this novel is supposedly dictated by a Spirit, by a woman who supposedly has no education. And
this man, Manuel de Jesús Molero y Pastor publishes the works, either because he sends them to
the magazine La Luz del Porvenir (The Light of The Future) in Barcelona, which Amalia
Domingo Soler directs, or because in his own printing shop, the Morel print shop, he publishes
the works. Then, he publishes this novel, which is the first so far, a short novel, Colección de
novelitas y artículos de recreo (A collection of novels and recreational articles); which is a
founding piece of our Puerto Rican literature that has not been [studied]. Well, recently Felix
Córdova, Professor Félix Córdoba, made an analysis of it when he presented the work. But, I
think and emphasize again that all these literary productions written by spiritists or dictated by
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Spirits must be evaluated in the light of literature with the proper tools of literature and
linguistics.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:10:56] And I think it was a way for women to excel in society
by saying: “Here, I am here. I exist. I can do the same things men can do.” There are also things
that I can do that men do not do because women can be mothers, men can’t. But it is a way of
standing out in roles that were usually assumed by men. And this woman when writing, when
publishing, in this case it is published by another person because she is blind, she dictates and the
other person only copies. But it is a way to make others know her worth. And Josefa Martínez
Torres was a milestone in the history of late-century Spiritism at the level that she had the
nickname of the little blind woman from the quarry. This is what Amalia Domingo Soler called
her, who made her known to the entire spiritist world because she published many of her works
in her magazine. And the readers in Cuba, in Mexico, in Argentina and all the parts of Spain that
read it, must have known her from her writings.
Clara Román-Odio [00:11:56] But this girl comes from a poor, illiterate family, we suppose.
Supposedly, she received no formal education and the writing of these stories and these articles is
very sophisticated.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:12:16] Dr. Félix Córdova states that she must have been
exposed to listening to readings to develop that. So, either because of that or because the Spirits
really dictated to her, it is up to linguists and scholars to venture (because I am a historian) to see
what really happened there. But yes, that’s how it is.
Clara Román-Odio [00:25:35] You have published one of the most recent and detailed and
important histories of Spiritism in Puerto Rico. How do you see the future of research in this
field? What remains to be done?
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:12:55] A lot of things are missing. One of the things is to
continue investigating in the year that I left it on the seventh, I left it in 1907. Well from the
eighth onwards, to see how it is fractioning into another with syncretism, with the arrival of the
Cubans. Because one of the things that I propose is that here, the influence that everyone says
Africa has on Spiritism comes with the Cubans, not before. I might be wrong, but as a historian
you have to document it, and I think the only way is to follow a linear study through the press to
see what comes up, what does not come up, what the spiritists say. Let’s see if it really was with
Cubans, as I put it. Well maybe I’m wrong, but you have to document it. And there are many
topics to explore within Spiritism not only that linear study but for example that of the novels
that I have spoken to you and mentioned to you.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:13:46] These women who write and publish in Spain who
were they? What did they write? What were their works about? In other words, there are
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countless studies to be done on Spiritism here and in other countries. Because Spiritism as a
topic is flawed in research because they see it as something unserious. They see it as something
demonic, as something that is not important. Or there is the pitfall that they have no sources.
That was one of the pitfalls that I encountered when I began to study Spiritism until I saw that
with the daily press, at least in the period that I studied. I know that until the thirties and forties
you see it in the press, because I have seen it. It is in continuous debate because it is something
that is a trend at that time. That the one who does not profess it attacks it or ignores it. But in the
daily press, there are attacks or news in favor or news about events that are taking place. So, I am
almost sure that it must have happened the same way in other countries. So the sources are there.
What needs to be done is for a researcher to venture out.
Clara Román-Odio [00:27:55] Spiritism is still in force, apparently, because there is a large
number of people in Puerto Rico who still practice it. Organizations of active women, of Puerto
Rican women who participate in all kinds of local charitable activities, who practice and study
the doctrine and also internationally. So as a doctrine, as a practice, it lives on. What do you
think of the possibility of the actualization of Spiritism as a doctrine?
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:15:40] Well, look. When I started to do my master’s thesis, I
went with a colleague, Dr. Sandra Enríquez Seiders, to a meeting of spiritists on a farm over
there, in Moca. And when those people started talking about Spiritism, I said “this is not the
Spiritism that I know,” because it has evolved. Since Kardec created it, it has been syncretizing
with others and the one that has not been syncretized has evolved, like everything in life. And the
things they talked about seemed so strange to me because they were foreign to me. Because I
read about it during my time of study. I did not continue reading about how Spiritism has
evolved and in fact it is necessary to write about how Spiritism has evolved. But very little had
been written about that type of Spiritism in the nineteenth century, since its contemporaries are
mostly case studies or anthropological or sociological studies. A historian needs to do more
recent studies but of course, I always think that you have to follow the line of time because that
is how one can see how things are changing and how they are accepted or rejected by spiritists.
So, I do know that in Puerto Rico there are many people who practice Spiritism in the various
types that exist. But I know little about them and besides that, my encounters with these groups
have been, let’s say, I have been puzzled, astonished at the evolution of the doctrine. About how
much of what Kardec said, for example, Kardec said that you had to keep a record of the
meetings, of what was happening and I have gone to meetings as an observer and they do not
keep a record. They do not keep anything. And I, well, I know that things change but I don’t
think that that transition has been documented. At least I don’t know of any studies, maybe there
are, but I don’t know about them.
Clara Román-Odio [00:17:42] Well, I thank you very much for the valuable time you have
given us. I don’t know if you have any final comments or anything else you want to share before
finishing the interview.
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Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:17:56] We must continue studying Spiritism in Puerto Rico, in
Cuba, in Spain, in various countries. There are recent works that are very good. There are others
that I think can be better. I am not going to mention them here because I do not want to enter into
controversy about it, but I know that there are countries where it has not been studied and should
be studied. There are regions that merit that historians soon get involved, that they are not afraid
of the subject, that they get involved in doing the exhaustive work because comparative studies
are needed to have a global map of how Spiritism is, how it has spread, of how it has evolved,
We need this and other people to get excited.
Clara Román-Odio [00:18:41] Thank you very much again for your valuable time.
Gerardo Hernández Aponte [00:18:47] Thank you! To you all.

